Public Testimony on Senate Bill No. 962
by the
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Senate Education Committee

March 22, 2005

Madame Chair and Members of the Committee:

My name is Michael Hinojosa and I am the Superintendent of the Spring
Independent School District, which is located in Harris County. I appear before you today
as Chair of the Fast Growth School Coalition, which represents 110 school districts that
account for nearly all of the enrollment growth in Texas public schools today.

I want to begin by thanking Senator Shapiro for her leadership role and the other
members of the Committee for their long and continued support for fast-growing school
districts. The two state aid programs for public school facilities—the Instructional
Facilities Allotment (IFA) and the Existing Debt Allotment (EDA)—provide substantial
property tax relief for the taxpayers of growing school districts and are critical to our
ability to meet the needs of the growing school-age populations in our communities. The
New Instructional Facilities Allotment (NIFA) provides assistance for the operating costs
associated with opening new campuses, also a very important program for our districts.

[ have registered “on” Senate Bill 962 because the bill raises a number of issues
that we feel need more clarification before our members can take a position on the bill.
One point missing in the description included in the bill analysis accompanying SB 962
that I think is important to bring out is that in order for a district to qualify for state
support under EDA or IFA, the district must first convince local voters that its needs

merit their approval of a bond issue for the construction of new schools and renovations
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of existing campuses. (Lease-purchase agreements are permitted under [FA but used only
by a small handful of districts.) This is not insignificant because the taxpayers in fast-
growth districts already endure substantial tax burdens for school construction, even with
state assistance.

I have included a table that lists the 110 fast-growth districts, sorted by their debt
service tax rates for the 2004-05 school year, running from highest to lowest. On the first
page, the debt service tax rates for these districts range from approximately 29 cents up to
50 cents. Despite the perception that some school districts are building extravagant
facilities, when you face debt taxes at these levels on top of $1.50 M&O taxes in most
cases, you pursue every option available to control building costs. As one illustration, you
have had previous testimony here and before the Joint Select Committee that indicated 1t
is common for school districts to use a standard design for many of their campuses. For
example, Arlington ISD testified at one point that they had used the same design for the
construction of its last 15 elementary schools. These practices are commonplace among
fast-growing districts. We are simply unable to convince our voters to support additional
bond issues if they feel we are not prudent with their money.

With regard to the sustainable building design standards referenced in the bill, we
would advice caution on making these mandatory. I have spoken with both the past and
current superintendents of McKinney ISD, where four campuses have been built using
these design standards. Their experience is that each of these campuses cost an additional
$1.5 million to construct and they felt there were no immediate benefits in terms of

reduced operating expenses. We are also concerned that the regional indexes cited in the
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bill need more detailed study before they become the yardsticks by which campus
construction costs are measured.

Thank you for the opportunity to appear before you today. I want you to know
that the members of the Fast Growth School Coalition appreciate your past support and
look forward to working with you as the Committee moves forward in its consideration

of school facilities funding.
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